ABSTRACT
enjoined by Islam. Dialogue is also seen as a form of oral missionary endeavour of the apostles who had practiced earlier. Even in the current world context, the role of dialogue as a form of missionary endeavour is not only a need for the religion, but humanity as well. This is clearly reflected by Humaid (2010: 25) who states 'dialogue, thus becomes a religious requirement when its subject is religious, as in inviting people to Islam or explaining the truth to them. But, it is also a human requirement demanded by people's needs and differences'. From another perspective, dialogue can be considered as a strategy to alleviate inter-religious crisis, and also create positive and mutual cooperation (Abdullah 2010: 11) .
The Reality of Inter-Religious Dialogues in Malaysia
In the context of Malaysia, the population is quite different with various ethnic groups and religious affiliations, such as Taoism, Confucianism, Sikhism, Bahaism, and worship of ancestors (Ibrahim 2003: 137) , but the main religions in Malaysia are Islam, Hinduism, Christianity, and Buddhism. In short, all religions can be found in Malaysia. Thus, in creating a more peaceful, and harmonious country, as well as complementary and understanding community, in reality, interreligious dialogues have informally taken place among Malaysians, for example, socializing and meetings between different religions in the context of neighbourhood, community, employment, education, and administration, which usually trigger dialogues in an unplanned manner.
Previously, the Muslim community in Malaysia was closed-minded and was not ready for dialogues, especially inter-religious dialogues (Utusan Malaysia 2008) . Due to the conservative attitude and uncomfortable feelings among Muslims in accepting the idea of interreligious dialogues compared to non-Muslims, the government has formulated and introduced inter-religious dialogues in a more planned manner for the Islamic organizations. For example, the Department of Islamic Development Malaysia (JAKIM) has taken the role of implementing action plans and has further led other Islamic organizations in conducting inter-religious dialogue activities in Malaysia (Khairulnizam 2008) .
In expanding the dialogue between different beliefs, Malaysia does not only focus on the people alone, but the leadership of Malaysia also plays a role, in which the Prime Minister of Malaysia, Najib Tun Razak has involved directly with the 'World Interfaith Harmony Week 2012'. This event involved leaders from various religions, including Islam, and they met, discussed and had a dialogue with each other. In his speech, he stated that the purpose of the event was to inculcate such awareness and understanding among religious believers in Malaysia (New Straits Times 2012). In addition, non-governmental agencies are also sensitive to the needs of interfaith dialogues in Malaysia. Various ways and forms of inter-religious dialogues have been embedded in dialogue activities. Some are conducted in the form of dialogues between religious discourse and discussions, some have the dialogues at informal functions of inter-faith celebration at certain celebration events of certain religious groups, and some have conducted inter-religious dialogues when inter-religious issues arise among them.
Thus, in debating the issues of inter-religious dialogues, there are various views of Malaysian contemporary Muslim thinkers who have given ideas on the concepts and forms, as well as challenges found in these kinds of dialogues. Even peace and understanding intertwined between the people have proven the important role that is played by all parties, be it the government, non-government organisations, and all Malaysians. The same goes to academics, intellectuals, and scholars in Malaysia, who also serve as a complement to the two parties in addressing the issue, and their views on peace and unity among Malaysians. It appears that the mechanism of inter-faith dialogue is among the vehicles that can promote understanding and unity among Malaysia's plural society, whereby the forms of dialogues that occur in Malaysia are varied, depending on its appropriateness to the people.
Methodology of Writing
In assessing the forms of inter-religious dialogues advocated by the Malaysian contemporary Muslim thinkers, the method or the approach adopted for this study is the analysis of reading materials, such as documents, papers, books, journals, and articles written by them regarding the inter-religious dialogues in Malaysia. The selection of this group is based on; a) the researches and writings that they often publish related to inter-religious dialogues, especially in Malaysia, b) their academic disciplines or areas of expertise in inter-religious dialogues, and c) they are often invited to forums and seminars related to the discussion of religions in Malaysia.
The Definition of Dialogue
Dialogue is a term that is often heard and practised by the people of the world. In general, dialogue is a conversation or presentation involving two or more individuals and groups. This statement can be seen through the scientific literature on the meaning of dialogue. For example, Ghazali (1992: 53) , Ramli (2008: 37), and Zulkiflee et al. (2011: 275) , have mentioned that a dialogue is a process of delivery between two or more individuals or groups.
In Malay language, 'dialog' means conversation; the conversation in the acting, story or whatever forms of speech and exchange of ideas, discussions, and negotiations between two or more parties on an issue in an open manner (Khadijah 2012) . Similarly, Saleh (2009: 4) supports that dialogue involves communication between two parties, and elaborates the meaning of inter-religious dialogue in his paper "Institutioning of Muslim-Christian Dialogue: Nostra Aetate and Fethullah Gulen's Vision" states that "Dialogue is understood as meeting and communicating with other faiths, sharing thoughts and exchanging views, and reaching mutual understanding and respect through focusing on common ground". It is clearly illustrated here that to come to an understanding and to change views on the issues discussed are the purposes of having a dialogue. In fact, the interaction process produces a new civilized generation regardless of religion, culture or background (Muhammad Razak 2003: 24) . In addition, Azizan sees the concept of dialogue as not just the delivery between two or more parties involved, but the dialogue is a talk with different-minded parties with the primary aim to learn different and new ways of thinking, a way to see the world, and the lives of others (Rahimin Affandi et al. 2011: 93-94) .
Additionally, 'dialogue' comes from the root word dia that means what is being said and logos which means brings out the hidden or implied, that the fact/basis of what actually existed at that time that was in fact true and absolute. So, dialogue is the way we manifest the implicit. The idea and the fact of history, culture, and the environment do not have any impact on its own reality and because these things have to be in the form of oral or dialogue (Khadijah 2012: 2) . In delivering an implicit idea or something unknown to the other parties involved, of course there would be differences in opinions with each other, but the parties involved would be able to take advantage of those views and ideas (Khadijah 2007: 319) .
On the other hand, Ataullah Siddiqui (1997: 56-57) sees the meanings of the dialogues are different depending on the discipline that defines it. According to him, dialogue refers to the consultations, conversations between two or more parties that exchange views with the hope of finally finding an agreement between them. In addition, dialogue can also refer to a person's communication involving speech and hearing of views in front of a group of people with the aim of fostering mutual respect for each other and looking for values that can engender cooperation. Besides, dialogue also refers to communication with adherents of different religions and communities to foster understanding between each other. Dialogue is defined as the involvement of two or more parties that discuss beliefs and their respective religious beliefs, even looking at the conflicts that could possibly erupt between religions and see that cooperation between them is possible. For the final classification of dialogue, Ataullah Siddiqui
Forms of Dialogue in Malaysia
In the context of Malaysia that is rich in racial and religious diversity, the mechanism of interreligious dialogue is something that has its own interests and needs. This can be seen in the debate put forward by academic thinkers in Malaysia who see that the forms of inter-religious dialogues can take place according to the situation and the appropriateness of its participants. Malaysians include the public or 'layman', and intellectuals are the academics, politicians, and religious representatives. Therefore, there are five forms of dialogues that is discussed, namely, a) the dialogue of life or social dialogue, b) dialogue through action, c) intellectual dialogue or discourse dialogue, d) communication of religious experience dialogue, and e) co-'ritual' dialogue.
Dialogue of life is one form of dialogue that occurs in Malaysia (Ahmad Sunawari 2003: 65; Rahimin Affandi et al. 2011: 98) . Dialogue of life is also considered as a social dialogue, where some of the features of this dialog include members of a community striving to live outside the confines of their groups which they live openly with and neighbours, along with shared joy and sorrow in the human predicament without being restricted by religious sphere. They also live side by side, in a residential area or village, jointly cooperate and help each other in matters that do not involve religion. In facing their daily lives, each individual with different religious affiliations is able to live and work together, but at the same time, practices his/her religion and reinforces religious faith without formal discussions, but enough through the medium of religious values featured daily (Khadijah 2004: 34; 2006:24) . Practicing this life dialogue seems to be able to contain the conflicts, such as hostility and riots that occurred in Kampung Rawa, Pulau Pinang, and Kampung Medan, where religious issues were used as racial hostility sentiment (Khadijah 2004: 34; 2006: 24) .
Another advantage of practicing life dialogue is to establish cooperation between religions in the same community. For example, the form of togetherness and religious motivation, especially in dealing with social problems in Malaysia involving people in this country without being confined to certain religions (Khadijah 2004: 34; 2006: 24) . The second is the dialogue through action, in which its characteristics can be seen when religious believers agree to plan and perform the act of mutual needs and interests. The advantage of fostering e-ISSN 2289-6023 International Journal of Islamic Thought ISSN 2232 -1314 Vol. 5: (June) 2014 https://doi.org/10.24035/ijit.5.2014.001 5 dialogue through action is it inculcates different religious believers to act in tandem to ensure that things, such as human rights and universal problems, are looked after together. In other words, efforts to practice dialogue in the form of action are aimed at establishing 'a better human community and a better world' (Ahmad Sunawari, 2003: 66) . Generally, such dialogue is carried out by Muslims and non-Muslims from the Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) (Rahimin et al. 2011: 98) .
In addition, the form of dialogues in the context of Malaysia is the discourse dialogue or intellectual dialogue. This dialogue is divided into three different characteristics and approaches, namely, first, dialogue involving bilateral (two religions only) such as MuslimChristian dialogue. Secondly, trilateral dialogue (trialogue) between Abrahamic Faith that is Judeo-Christian-Islamic, and lastly, multilateral dialogue involving various religions in the same dialogue, such as Muslim-Christian-Hindu-Buddhist (Ahmad Sunawari 2003: 67; Rahimin Affandi et al. 2011: 99) . However, Rahimin Affandi (2011: 99) asserts that dialogue environment is very limitedly in Malaysia because it occurs only in institutions of the higher education and the Institute of Islamic Understanding Malaysia (IKIM), and its scope is limited. This is because the dialogue requires a form of soft skills that must be learned and cultivated. In fact, those involved in the dialogue also need to have knowledge in the field of religious studies and comparative religion, besides having expertise in the field of religious scriptures studies other than Islam, and to really understand and master the knowledge on religious culture (Rahimin Affandi et al. 2011: 99) .
Apart from the dialogues set forth above, there is another form of dialogue proposed by Khadijah (2004:35; 2006: 25) , such as communication of religious experience dialogue, whereby its specific characteristics are exclusively among the highest religious leaders in specific faiths who practice religious worship in a place of other religions to feel the difference in atmosphere and the level of self-confidence. According to her (2006: 25), such dialogue can only be conducted by the leaders of religious groups or for those who would want to know the lives of other religious leaders. Moreover, co-'ritual' dialogue, which corresponds to a 'giant' gathering, is attended by all different faiths to perform religious rituals in the form of their confidence in the pursuit of prosperity and peace. For example, a mass rally in New York after the 9/11 incident, which saw prayer, prayers, and rituals of various religions were performed and universally accepted as a form of dialogue. Douglas Pratt (2008: 33-34 ), a Western researcher, who also looked at the reality of the forms and models of inter-religious dialogues, agrees that the four major dialogues are: a) life dialogue (the dialogue of life), b) co-ritual dialogue (the dialogue of action), c) communication of religious experience dialogue (the dialogue of experience), and d) intellectual dialogue (the dialogue of discourse). In giving further details, he stated that the three forms of dialogues and the earliest model occur in the form of informal and unplanned, and the conversations were related to religion or otherwise. In contrast, the intellectual dialogue does not focus on religious practice of certain followers, but rather emphasizes on the understanding between each other, which involves critical thinking and the attitude of empathy for the other dialogue participants (Pratt 2008: 34) .
Significantly, the impact of this intellectual dialogue can be seen with the compilation of a module called 'An Indigenous Philosophy Module'. The idea of 'a roundtable dialogue' was triggered by an encounter and dialogue between Samuel O. Imbo and Azizan Baharuddin (Imbo 2011: 15) . By using the term 'a roundtable dialogue' in his writing, he further adds details that encounters and dialogues occur in the presence of invitations among scientists and academics from a variety of religions and institutions, such as Universiti Malaya (UM), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM), International Institute of Advanced Islamic Studies (IAIS), and Interfaith Spiritual Fellowship (INSAF). They share their views on the issues and the results of the dialogue is the module developed (2011: 19) . This means, 'a roundtable dialogue', introduced by Samuel O. Imbo, is a form or a model of an intellectual dialogue, which has been discussed earlier because the author observes that the characteristics of 'a roundtable dialogue', which is similar to the intellectual dialogue criteria discussed above. Furthermore, in terms of the definition of inter-religious dialogue, as discussed above, it coincides with a detailed debate by Imbo in his writings. Nevertheless, this is slightly different from Wan Sabri and Arfah who mentioned four forms and models of inter-religious dialogues, which have been classified by foreign researchers as: a) 'collective inquiry', b) 'critical-dialogic education', c) 'conflict resolution and peace building', and d) 'community building and social action'. He further states that in general, interreligious dialogues in Malaysia can occur as the four dialogue models, for example 'collective inquiry dialogue' that is carried out by INSAF, involving their monthly meeting that is open to the members of various religious backgrounds, ethnicities, and cultures. The issues discussed are religious issues, such as the 'Allah' row, and the 'cow head' issue. On the other hand, 'criticaldialogic education' is usually conducted by the higher education institutions, such as USM Health Campus that organizes 'Minggu Penghayatan Islam', in which the main purpose of this programme is to foster understanding between people of different faiths in Malaysia. The issues and themes discussed are religious doctrines and universal values, such as the concept of divinity, which involves a panel of different religions sharing the issue in the context of their religious beliefs (Wan Sabri & Arfah 2012: 10-12) . Then, 'conflict resolution and peace building' is also similar to 'collective inquiry dialogue', which discusses current issues, including religious and civilization issues. This model is usually practiced by the Centre for Dialogue of Civilisations in the form of seminars, such as 'Muslim Chinese Civilization Dialogue' (2005), and closed-door dialogue, such as 'Dialog antara Penganut Agama Mengenai Isu-isu Semasa ' (2008) . Such dialogues are usually organized with the objective to find solutions to the issues discussed. The final model is 'community building and social action', which focuses on inter-religious relations, the potential for inter-religious cooperation, and the issues that affect all religions (Wan Sabri & Arfah 2012: 9-11). Thus, one may conclude that the author has discovered 'collective inquiry', 'critical-dialogic education', and 'conflict resolution and peace building' are a branch or a small aspect that falls under intellectual dialogue or discourse dialogue model. This is because the issues and themes of the dialogue in the third model involve a person who is skilled in the issue, require critical thinking in the dialogue, and an early resolution or frame is built as a result of the dialogue.
Analysis
Based on the debate on the forms and models of dialogues in Malaysia, the author examines the reality of the application of the models or the forms of inter-religious dialogues in the context of Malaysia and it was found to be varied according to the appropriateness of its applications for Malaysians. Dialogue of life is the most abundant and can easily happen in Malaysia. Generally, Malaysians live in similar and nearby communities, and such dialogue can occur in the context of neighbourhood, learning at universities and schools and workplace. Moreover, the issue of dialogue is also extensive and is not fixed because the dialogue takes place in an informal manner, yet all parties benefit from it.
In contrast to discourse or intellectual dialogue, it involves governmental and nongovernmental bodies to meet and discuss certain issues in a formal and structured manner. In fact, certain criteria must also be available for the parties to be involved, such as personnel who are expert or skilled in the issues discussed, and the need to comply with the dialogue ethics, such as respecting the opponents, be a good listener, and refrain from the act of provocation and aggravating the opponents, as well as sincere in the dialogue (Salih 2010: 42-43) . This is because in this discourse dialogue, there are certainly differences and similarities argued by the parties involved. So, to ensure the effectiveness of discourse dialogue and to achieve its objectives, the parties involved must engage in ethical dialogue sessions.
From the aspect of implementing the discourse dialogue in Malaysia, the authors view that other than the involvements of the Centre for Civilizational Dialogue, University Malaya and INSAF, other agencies also should carry out this intellectual dialogue, for example, the IKIM, and the IAIS, in which the 'core' of these institutions is research. Private higher education institutions are also active in organizing inter-religious dialogue programmes, including Taylor University, Kolej Universiti Islam Selangor (KUIS), and Universiti Teknologi Petronas (UTP). In general, the issues and themes of the dialogues held are very similar to the ones held by the public education institutions that relate to the concept of divinity between the four major religions in Malaysia (Hidayah Centre Foundation 2012) .
IKIM is one of the agencies that have been active in interfaith dialogues since its inception. This can be seen from the inter-religious programmes, such as seminars and conferences that have been organized within the country and abroad. Based on the review made on inter-religious dialogue programmes that IKIM have organised, it is observed that IKIM has been actively promoted dialogues through discourse. This dialogue involves multilateral dialogues, where the representatives are from Islam, Hinduism, Christianity, Buddhism and Sikhism faiths. The panels that present their opinions in the seminar are not from the public, but they are highly skilled scholars and religious representatives who discuss raised issues, for example, Amir Farid Isahak (INSAF), M. Bala Tharumalingam (Malaysian Hindu Sangam), John Gurusamy (Malaysian Interfaith Network), Wong Choon Tat (Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia), and several others. Another criterion that can be seen from the intellectual dialogue held by the IKIM is the use of English language. From the points of issues and themes of the dialogues, they revolve around humanitarian values and the universal nature. The contents presented by the panel of presenters are knowledge oriented as they debate on the context of their historical and religious symbols, and current issues. The outcome of the dialogue could develop a perception and understanding between religions on certain issues, especially in pluralistic Malaysia.
Next, the authors see social dialogue and joint-action dialogue as two forms of dialogues that do not differ much. The difference may be in terms of terminology and the conduct of jointaction dialogue, which is more formal and structured. For example, the Committee to Promote Understanding and Harmony among Religious Followers (JKMPKA) was formally established in 2010 to conduct inter-religious dialogues to advocate inter-religious interaction in Malaysia in a more formal manner. This can be seen from the mission of the committee to have the dialogue and mediation as a mechanism to create understanding and harmony between religious followers towards developing Malaysia into a goodwill-spirited country (JKMPA nd.).
Meanwhile, as for the communication of religious experience dialogue, and the co-'ritual' dialogue, as discussed earlier, Khadijah gave no further details in terms of its practice in Malaysia. This is because from the aspect of its implementation, it may not be appropriate and is unlikely to happen in Malaysia. Furthermore, writings by other Malaysian contemporary Muslim thinkers on these two forms have not been found. In examining in the context of Malaysia, both forms of dialogues are irrelevant and the primary factor is that it can confuse people, especially Muslims in Malaysia. This could even lead to misconceptions, even more so if the highest religious leader in a particular religion performs religious practice at other places of worship.
In summary, it can be observed that some Malaysian contemporary Muslim thinkers have introduced forms of inter-religious dialogues in Malaysia, namely, a) social dialogue or dialogue of life, b) joint-action dialogue, c) dialogue through discourse, d) communication of religious experience dialogue, and e) co-'ritual' dialogue. These five forms of dialogues share two similarities; the involvement of different faiths, and a process of interaction between two or more dialogue groups. The conclusion that can be drawn from this discussion is that the authors view that three of the earliest forms and models of the dialogues, specified by some Malaysian contemporary Muslim thinkers, are appropriate to be practised in the Malaysian context. It appears that the intellectual dialogue or dialogue through discourse has the potential to be expanded further and is relevant to be practised by the government agencies and the NonGovernmental Organizations in Malaysia because the characteristics and criteria possessed by the intellectual dialogue are able to produce understanding among the different faiths in Malaysia and establish good relationship among the plural society of Malaysia, especially when sensitive issues arise that involve religion and should be addressed together through interfaith dialogue mechanism. Meanwhile, the last two forms of dialogues discussed above, even theoretically seem easy to apply, but considering the present context of Malaysia, it would be just irrelevant and difficult in practice. This is due to the obstacles, such as the widespread confusion among Malaysian Muslims. In fact, in Malaysia, the majority of the population are Muslims who are steadfast to Islam and do not compromise with other religions, especially in terms of faith. Islam is a way of life based on what is stated in the Quran, surah al-Kafirun: 1-6. However, from the point of conducting inter-religious dialogues, it is allowed and advocated in Islam.
